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2,500 YEARS OF CHINESE CULTURE REPRESENTED 
IN COLLECTION OF BRONZE MIRRORS 

CLEVELAND — Circles of Reflection: The Carter Collection of Chinese Bronze 
Mirrors is now open at the Cleveland Museum of Art (CMA) and will remain on view 
through Sunday, Nov. 26, 2000. Martha Limbach Carter and her husband, Thomas Lynn 
Carter, of Madison, Wisconsin, gave CMA the 103 works in this exhibition, plus other 
mirrors totalling 137 examples, mostly from ancient China, making CMA’s holdings of this 
material now one of the finest groups outside East Asia. Admission to the exhibition is free. 

CMA will host an international symposium on Chinese mirrors — believed to be the 
first such event on the subject — on Nov. 3-4, 2000. Tickets are $35 ($25 for CMA members 
or $5 for students and faculty with ID). They are available from CMA’s ticket center (1-888- 
CMA-0033). 

The mirrors in Circles of Reflection span more than two millennia. They range from 
1-1/2 to almost 14 inches across, each with one polished side and one decorative. Most are 
circular. Almost all have perforated knobs in the centers of their decorated sides, through 
which ribbons were strung to hold the mirrors. 

Each of them shows evidence of patina, the crust or film that forms on bronze with 
oxidation, most often greenish or greenish-blue. The patina is sometimes a dark, luminous 
finish known as “black lacquer antique,” peculiar to bronzes buried in tombs. 

Donated over time from 1995 to 1999, the Carter gift is in honor of Sherman E. Lee, 
widely respected Asian art expert and CMA director 1958-83. Dr. Martha Carter knew Dr. 
Lee while she studied art history at Case Western Reserve University and later served on 
CMA’s education staff. 

CMA director Katharine Lee Reid (daughter of Dr. Lee) commented on these events: 

“This exhibition and symposium celebrate the achievement of a generous scholar who, 

having been inspired by her studies and work at the Cleveland museum of Art, went on to 

form a significant collection. Now she has expressed her gratitude to the institution through a 

remarkable gift. This has, in turn, led the museum’s staff to create this fascinating 

presentation and an important educational program.” 
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Ju-hsi Chou, CMA’s curator of Chinese art, has organized the exhibition and related symposium. The 
earliest work Dr. Chou has selected for the show, from the 5th or 4th century BC (Warring States period), is 
decorated with a motif known to Western connoisseurs as the “four Ts.” It has an intricate background of 
curving lines, grids, and maze-like designs. 

The latest work commemorated a wedding in the late 18th or early 19th century (Qing dynasty). It 
has a central inscription of “double happiness” and a border decoration of bats symbolizing good fortune. It 
has a “handle” like a Western-style hand mirror (instead of a perforated knob). 

Innumerable real and imaginary animals and insects, sculpted in infinitely varying poses, populate 
many of the examples. In a well-preserved mirror from the mid-7th century (Tang dynasty), the animals 
crouching among vines and grapes seem to look upward to the viewer. 

Adorning others are cosmic diagrams in which the knob serves as earth’s central mountain, 
surrounded by a square symbolizing earth, which is enclosed in a circle indicating the heavens. Others 
include signs of the zodiac, stories of the constellations, scenes of traditional heroes, symbols for the seasons, 
and simple Confucian inscriptions. 

A catalogue of the entire Carter gift is in production. On its cover will be an image of one of the most 
precise, detailed examples of bronze casting in the show, an Eastern Han dynasty mirror of the late 2nd 
century AD. This mirror’s numerous roughly 3/8-inch squares contain inscriptions in Chinese characters that 
are distinct and readable despite their miniature size. Dr. Chou describes the ambitious design of this work: 
“Despite the plenitude of mythical figures depicted in high relief on this very rare and beautiful mirror, the 
mirrorsmith refused to relent. Even at the mirror’s border, he decided to include a narrow pictorial band 
filled with winged dragons, a chariot, a tiger with rider, elegant paired birds, a giant tortoise, and other 
creatures and figures that revolve in an endless chase.” 

World-renowned Scholars from U.S., Europe, and Asia Speak at CMA 

The collector herself. Dr. Martha Carter, will deliver the keynote speech for the symposium. Dr. Carter and 
the other speakers, all of whom have been involved in mirror studies, will make their presentations in CMA’s 
Recital Hall. A schedule follows: 

Friday, Nov, 3, 6:30 p.m. 

Dr. Martha Carter, Title TBA 

Saturday, Nov. 4, 9 a.m.-4 p.m. 

Session 1 : Moderator, Ju-hsi Chou, Curator of Chinese Art, CMA 
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Dr. Eugene Wang, Department of Fine Arts, Harvard University, Arthur M. Sackler Museum, Mirror, Moon, 
and Memory in Medieval Chinese Visual Culture 

Dr. Suzanne Cahill, Adjunct Associate Professor, History Department, University of California, San Diego, 
Continuity and Change: Daoism and Chinese Bronze Mirrors of the Tang Dynasty 

Dr. Grace Chuan-ying Yen, Institute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica, Taipei, Taiwan, Decorative 
Motifs of Tang Mirrors 

Discussant: Prof. Claudia Brown, School of Art, Arizona State University, Tempe, Arizona 
Session 2 : Moderator, D. Bruce Christman, Chief Conservator, CMA 

Dr. Chui-mei Ho, Adjunct Curator, Field Museum, Chicago, Illinois, Magic and Faith: Reflections of 
Chinese Mirrors in 10th- Nth Centuries 

Dr. Caroline Schulten, Merton College, Oxford University, England, Liao and Song Mirrors in the Contexts 
of Tombs and Contemporary Reliquary Deposits 

Tom Chase, Washington D.C., formerly of the Freer Gallery of Art, Reflections on Craftsmanship: Materials 
and Techniques of Chinese (and Japanese) Mirror Production 

Discussant: Dr. Charles Mason, Curator of Asian Art, Allen Memorial Art Museum, Oberlin College 

CMA education staff will present free gallery talks at 1:30 p.m. on Wednesday, Oct. 18, and Sunday, Oct. 

22; and at 6 p.m. on Friday, Oct. 20. For additional information about CMA or its events, call 1-888-CMA- 
0033 or (216) 421-7350, or visit www.clevelandart.org . 
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